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What this presentation/paper is about…...
• My Doctoral thesis on Young People, Public Space and 
Citizenship;
• A survey of 1122 high school students in the greater 
Brisbane area;
• The survey instrument was designed by a group of 
young people aged 14-19 to be administered to young 
people of the same age;
• The survey instrument was tested by a group of young 
people in New Zealand before final revisions in Brisbane.  
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The Process
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Children and Young People Using Public Space: Models of Rights, 
Optimism and Wellbeing
• Using Public Space is important to the overall health and wellbeing of children 
and young people in allowing them to explore their local and wider community, 
meet up with friends, get some exercise and feel included in the society in 
which they live.
• A problem exists in the capacity of modern, urban public space to genuinely 
accommodate children and young people’s need to experience excitement and 
fun in what has been termed “unprogrammed space” (Lynch 1977:71), or 
simply to ‘hang out’ in unstructured social space, with control by civic 
authorities a key concern (Valentine 1996, 2004, Harris, 2006, Gleeson and 
Snipe 2006). 
• For many children and young people, their experiences of attempting to use 
public space are sometimes marred by the denial of everyday rights and 
courtesies, in youth ‘unfriendly’ spaces.
• Child and Youth Friendly spaces have important features as outlined in the 3 
studies contained in Table 1.
• Table 2 charts the range of factors in the gaining of rights to public space.
• Table 3 represents the gaining of rights as a dynamic process.
CRICOS No. 00213Ja university for the worldreal R
Table 1: Key factors in youth friendly public spaces:
Wooden (1997) in
Melton City, Victoria
Chawla (2002) in 
an 8 country 
research project 
Dee (2008) in
Brisbane and Logan 
Environment
Acceptance
Friendly people
Good entertainment
No violence
Sense of safety
No drugs or alcohol
Affordability 
Support and help
Under 18 places
No adults or police
Safety
Free 
movement
Places to meet
Cheap 
transport
Open politics
No violence
Spaces/places to hang 
out
Other users about in 
public space
Affordable transport
Good environment
Safety
Affordability 
No violence
No drugs
Acceptance and 
belonging in the 
community
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Table 2: Child and youth rights in public space: a model in progress:  
Catalysts for 
change
Social 
citizenship 
Physical 
factors
Opportunities 
for change
Threats to beneficial change
Children and 
young people 
are valued more 
by society.
The UNCROC is 
revised to be 
more inclusive of 
different youth 
and childhoods.
Child and youth 
friendly spaces 
are more readily 
available. 
Civil, social and 
political rights 
need to be 
extended to 
include health, 
education, work, 
housing, public 
space and 
economic rights 
more generally.
Citizenship at 
the maximal
rather than 
minimal level-
recognising the 
affective 
dimensions of 
young people’s 
sense of 
belonging as a 
key part of social 
rights. 
Public space 
should be 
maintained and 
improved, taking 
the needs of 
children and 
young people 
into account and 
responding to 
ideas. 
Rights, 
standards, 
protections and 
expectations of 
all users of 
public space to 
be articulated.
There is an 
opportunity to 
involve children 
and young 
people in 
negotiating new 
relationships with 
institutions, 
spaces and the 
community 
across 
generations.
Research 
demonstrates 
they have the 
capacity and 
interest and that 
a sense of 
belonging is key 
to their frame of 
citizenship.
Policing of public space can easily become 
more coercive, where risk management 
frames dominate all other considerations- (e.g. 
technical advances in CCTV can lead to more 
and more intrusive surveillance). 
The ‘new economy’ pushes young people to 
engage in  ‘approved’ of leisure time tied to 
consumption, rather than ‘hanging out’.
The impact of the Global Financial Crisis leads 
to greater impoverishment and control 
measures to maintain urban law and order.
Anti-terrorism laws can often be used as a 
platform for further control measures in public 
space.
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Public space is 
more child and 
youth friendly
Citizenship has 
more meaning 
for children and  
young people as 
a greater sense
of positive 
recognition, 
belonging and 
optimism is 
experienced
The nature of 
institutional 
relationships 
changes
Optimal socio-
spatial 
conditions
Child and youth rights to public space: 
possible stages in progress
• Table 3:
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Children and Young People Using Public 
Space: Models of Rights, Optimism and 
Wellbeing-Closing Points
• In adopting an approach based on key social, civil and political rights, including the right to 
a sense of belonging, rather than the presumed wrongs of children and young people, their 
aspirations and potential come to prominence, requiring a policy response that is more 
sophisticated and genuinely engaging than may be the case currently (Gleeson and Snipe 
2006; Franklin 2002; White and Wyn 2008). 
• In a multitude of ways in many locations worldwide, public spaces are under attack from 
developments and control measures seeking to exclude children, young people and others 
(Watson 2006). In this climate of rapid sometimes violent, change within the nature of 
public space, it is becoming increasingly and highly contested.
• Perhaps there really cannot be too many rights which support the active use and 
enjoyment of all forms of public space, by children and young people. Gleeson (2006) 
suggests that viewing public space issues through the lens of social citizenship alongside 
the connected elements of civil and political citizenship, can revitalize and restore public 
space, something that ever increasing attempts at control, policing, camera surveillance 
and more stringent exclusion of ‘undesirables’, cannot achieve.
• In promoting greater understanding and tolerance of the rights and needs of all users of 
public space, the spirit of Jacob’s (1965) hope for the generations to mix together, sharing 
community infrastructure and yet maintaining personal safety and dignity, might become a 
reality for more children and young people around the world. 
• Contact author for details of references cited.
